Since the implementation of the 2001 curriculum reform and the release of the 2004 college English requirements, learner autonomy has become one of the most important research themes in the field of ELT in China, especially college English, reflecting the tendency of a learner-centered teaching approach. In this paper, I have reviewed 39 studies about language learner autonomy from 133 articles selected in key journals targeting language education published in mainland China from 2006 to 2016, so as to see what have been the features of related research through the years. In the review process, it is found that influencing factors, improving methods as well as evaluation approaches of learner autonomy have been the dominant themes that attract Chinese researchers' concern. Among them, improving methods of language learner autonomy have drawn even more attention from Chinese scholars, which have mainly addressed issues related to teachers, learner training and autonomous learning environment. It is also observed that empirical studies have been dominant through the decade and more types of students have been involved in research. However, I also note that there is still deficiency with such studies of language learner autonomy, so suggestions are provided for researchers in the field.
Introduction
The concept of learner autonomy was first introduced into the field of language education by Henri Holec (1981) , which refers to 'the ability to take charge of one's own learning' (see Benson, 2007) . Across time, language learner autonomy has become a hot issue in the field of foreign language education, as more and more countries take building up students' autonomous learning ability as one of the significant goals in language teaching. A lot of studies about language learner autonomy have emerged, featuring at various topics and applying diversified research methods. The amount of related studies has reached a peak in the 1990s (e.g. P. Benson & Voller, 1997; Dickinson & Wenden, 1995; Gremmo & Riley, 1995; Little, 1991; Littlewood, 1996) . However, the more recent literature has witnessed "a shift towards more critical examination", and also become more qualitative (Benson, 2007) . In general, there have been increasing empirical studies about language learner autonomy around the world since 2000, which mainly focus on four areas: the sociocultural meaning of learner autonomy, teacher autonomy, in-class autonomous learning and technology assisted autonomous language learning (Xu & Zhu, 2013) .
In China, "learner autonomy" is sometimes replaced by similar terms such as "autonomous learning (自主学习)" and "ability of autonomous learning (自主学习能力)". Though there are different names, it is commonly agreed among Chinese scholars that learner autonomy is a kind of ability or learning behavior with which learners self-direct their study, and this corresponds to Holec's definition. Research upon language learner autonomy in China has emerged rather late, with the first article in this field being published in 1999, but it has developed rapidly since 2004 (Yin, 2014) . In CAJD (China Academic Journal Network Publishing Database), the largest Chinese academic journal database in the world, there are only 118 articles featuring at learner autonomy in foreign language education which were published before 2004. However, in a single year of 2004, nearly 140 related papers were published, with 8344 articles coming after in the following 12 years. This research upsurge is largely related to the new round of basic education curriculum reform which was implemented in 2001. Before the curriculum reform, education in China, including foreign language education, had long been teacher-centered, in which students did not have much control over their studies and teachers were considered to be the only authority in the classroom. However, the 2001 reform has clearly proposed the goal of cultivating students' active learning attitude, as well as emphasizing that the teaching process should develop learner independence and autonomy (Ministry of Education, the People's Republic of China, 2001 ). This reform is seen as one of the most significant educational reforms in China in the 21 st century, representing a great change in terms of educational ideas and methods. The new emphasis on learner autonomy is also reflected in higher education. As regard to college English, "enhancing students' ability to study independently" was set as one of the teaching objectives in the national College English Curriculum Requirements documented in 2004 (Higher Education Division of Ministry of Education [HED, MOE], 2004) . In 2007, a refined version of this requirement further demanded a change of model of instruction which should be able to strengthen learner autonomy, again suggesting its importance (HED, MOE, 2007) .
As a compulsory subject for both basic education and higher education, English learning has always been important in China. It is clear that the country has already grown up to be "one of the major consumers and producers of language learning and teaching research" (X. Gao, Liao, & Y. Li, 2013) . As it is mentioned, the shift in curriculum reform towards learner autonomy just led to a huge emergence of studies about this issue in the recent 10 years. Lots of educators and researchers have conducted studies in order to learn more about learner autonomy and better promote it in China's language education context. This article, therefore, aims at carrying out a general review upon the relevant research within the past decade, thus giving readers a comprehensive understanding towards the research achievements that Chinese scholars have made in the field. To ensure the quality of articles, the selection was confined to journals listed in the China Social Sciences Citation Index (CSSCI): core journals in China which represent high-level academic achievements in terms of foreign language research. 12 journals in total were chosen in the end (see Appendix for the exact names of the journals). In these key journals, I have identified 133 articles related to language learner autonomy from 2006 to 2016, which were mostly published in Technology Enhanced Foreign Language Education (34 in total) and Foreign Language World (33 in total). I aim to highlight the dominant themes of related research in the past decade. According to the research content, these major themes are: the influencing factors of learner autonomy, approaches of achieving learner autonomy and ways of evaluating learning autonomy. Also, by going through the abstracts and methodological description of the articles, a methodological trend of related research was figured out (see Table 1 ). It can be seen that during the years 2006-2016, though the number of studies published is generally decreasing as time passing, empirical studies have always been dominant. Considering the limited space for this review, I finally decided to highlight 39 articles from these leading journals in mainland China. All the articles selected to be reviewed here have clear and comprehensive description of the methodology they used, which is likely to make the research more convincing. Then in the following content, major claims of the selected studies will be discussed in the order of the three categories, and a short summary will come after the review of each section. An overall observation of the studies reviewed will also be illustrated in the final part.
A General Review on Language Learner Autonomy Research

The Influencing Factors of Learner Autonomy
In the past decade, many Chinese scholars have paid effort to discover the influencing factors of learner autonomy, trying to figure out its relationship with other important educational elements, especially psychological elements. By working out such influencing factors, teachers and researchers wish to control them in order to better promote students' autonomous learning. There is a salient tendency that rather than investigating the effect of one single factor upon language learner autonomy, more researchers try to discover the relationship between it and other multiple factors. According to an earlier review carried out by Xu and Zhan (2004) , there were only three representative studies which have revealed the influencing factor of learner autonomy before 2004, with all of them being single factor analysis. Though such kind of analysis still exists in the past ten years, multi-factor studies elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 10, No. 11; 2017 78 have won more attention generally. The following content reviews research of both streams.
Single Factor Analysis
Self-efficacy has turned out to be one of the most frequently investigated factors affecting the autonomy of English learners. Studies (Y. Chen & J. Chen, 2007; Y. Li, 2016; P. Liu, 2014) have shown that self-efficacy is significantly positively correlated to different dimensions of learner autonomy, for example, setting up learning goals, applying learning strategies and supervising the learning process. Therefore, teachers should develop students' self-efficacy during language teaching in order to achieve greater learner autonomy. Metacognitive factor is also found to be playing an important role in developing its motivation (X. Wang, 2014) and performance (Yue & Z. Shi, 2009 ). Wang's research further finds that the three aspects of metacognitive factor: metacognitive knowledge, metacognitive experience and metacognitive monitoring, tend to have different functions upon autonomous learning.
A less frequently investigated factor has been sex role, which is also claimed to be influential towards language learner autonomy (R. Zhang, 2014) . According to the study, two kinds of characteristics within sex role, which are persistence and independence, have positive effect upon learner autonomy, while being shortsighted and fragile in personality can be negative to it.
Multi-Factor Analysis
Being aware of the complexity of learner autonomy, scholars in China started to study how multiple factors would affect it simultaneously. K. Li and Yu (2008) have analyzed the relationship between learner autonomy and three other factors: learning motivation, self-efficacy and attribution. By observing the results of the questionnaires they distributed, they find that intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation, together with self-efficacy, have a significantly positive correlation with learner autonomy. Among them, self-efficacy turns out to be the most influential one, followed by intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation. In terms of attribution, only intrinsic attribution of success is positively correlated to learner autonomy. Self-efficacy is also the research focus in the study of Wu and Q. Zhang (2009) , who reveal that learner autonomy is positively correlated with self-efficacy, learning strategies and academic achievement.
More factors have been taken into consideration in the following research. Hua (2009) finds that learner autonomy is at the same time correlated with intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, teachers' role, attribution and methods of autonomous learning, but has a strongest correlation with intrinsic motivation. Similarly, Xu and B. Li (2014) hold the view that multiple elements will make a difference during the learning process of language learners. They therefore try to investigate the influence brought about by five controllable factors: learning motivation, self-efficacy, learning strategies, achievement goal orientation and attribution, which include 25 variables in total. Through a questionnaire survey targeting more than 400 non-English majors, they further pick up 19 variables which are significantly correlated with learner autonomy. 5 variables finally turn out to be positive predictors of learning autonomy: meta-cognition strategies, mastery goal orientation, compensation strategies, memory strategies and information-media motivation.
It can be seen that in both single-factor analysis and multi-factor analysis, self-efficacy, learning strategies and motivation are considered to be the most important influencing factors of learner autonomy. The variety of factors analyzed in the studies suggests that researchers have become more aware of the complexity of language teaching as well as language learner autonomy, so it is necessary to take the impact of various elements into consideration when trying to develop learner autonomy. At the same time, most scholars tend to apply quantitative method to verify their supposition when doing empirical studies, becoming the trend under this research topic.
Approaches of Achieving Learner Autonomy
In the review process, I find that in terms of language learner autonomy, Chinese scholars are most dedicated to finding out the effective approach to achieve or improve it, and such research can be summarized into three aspects: teachers' role, learner training and learning environment.
Giving Full Play to Teachers' Role
In the past decade, how teachers can play their role more effectively in class in order to promote autonomous learning has become a research hotspot among Chinese scholars. Most researchers agree that teachers' autonomy and intervention help to ensure the implementation of language learner autonomy.
By conducting questionnaire surveys and in-depth interviews, Y. Chen (2011) proves that teacher autonomy has a positive and overall influence upon autonomy of language learners, and teachers' affective communication with students is further found out to have the greatest impact. She defines the autonomy of college English teachers as a elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 10, No. 11; kind of ability and right, with which teachers are able to regulate and control classroom teaching effectively through a series of tools or steps, and flexibly adjust the constraint upon teaching behavior from outer environment. Another researcher Lin (2015) innovatively carried out an action research which further provides evidence for the significance of teachers' intervention. Her research highlights the importance of reflective teaching and action research, in which teachers can actively participate in activities that foster learner autonomy, and make appropriate decisions according to the needs of students when difficulties emerge.
Scholars have also pointed out the specific roles teachers should play during students' autonomous learning process. Huang and Benson (2007) summarize six types of teachers' abilities from previous studies, including bridging, promoting, scaffolding, negotiating and dialoguing, mediating as well as criticizing. Taking the environment of web-based language learning into consideration, the opinion of Cao (2009) is rather similar with theirs, who also highly emphasizes teachers' role. According to Cao, these roles contain: a leader, a designer, a guider, a helper, a promoter, an evaluator as well as a supervisor. The roles and abilities mentioned above indicate that scholars are aware of the intricacy of teachers' role in promoting language learner autonomy, rather than literally interpreting the argument that "the pursuit of learner autonomy requires a shift in the role of the teacher", as Little (1995) has criticized. Then Q. proposes two main approaches of teachers' involvement in order to guarantee and enhance learner autonomy in teaching practice: active direction and prohibitive intervention. According to Jiang, this means that teachers should not only take the initiative in a series of actions which foster learner autonomy but also need to take prohibitive inventions so as to stop the inappropriate attitudes and misbehaviors. Other specific measures advocated (P. Liu & Qin, 2007 ) also highlight active help, guidance and supervision from teachers.
Though research has demonstrated that teacher autonomy greatly contributes to learner autonomy, a survey which covers 116 college English teachers from five universities in China has indicated that language teachers are in general not qualified in terms of teacher autonomy (J. Gao & Li, 2011) . Specifically, they are not competent enough in adapting syllabus, making use of curriculum resources, teaching metacognitive strategies, reflecting their teaching practice and doing research. Other researchers (Xiang & Wu, 2016) suggest that these language teachers mainly understand learner autonomy from two aspects: ability and power, and they commonly agree on the leading and guiding role of teachers during the autonomous learning process.
To summarize, researchers have made inspiring contributions about the significance and realization routes of teachers' intervention upon learner autonomy, both theoretically and practically. They have also demonstrated teachers' understanding towards different aspects of learner autonomy through surveys and interviews. What should be noticed is that whether the measures they've proposed can be popularized to more universities in China in order to improve language learner autonomy still need to be verified, and this would require more in-depth investigation in the future in order to bring about concrete and specific action lines.
Carrying out learner Training Program
Learner training, which also refers to learner development, is a way to improve learner autonomy from the perspective of learners themselves. It would not be enough for such training to make students function better just in the classroom, since true learner empowerment should contain the freedom to learn outside the teaching context and the ability to continue learning even if instruction has finished (Field, 2007) . Yan (2010) investigates the longitudinal effects of a learner training program on non-English major graduate students, and manages to track the change of autonomy of both experimental and control group in two respective learning situations. Her research result indicates that such program could have positive long-term effects.
Other researchers have focused on the specific content of learning training, mainly metacognition knowledge and learning strategies, to discover the effective way of enhancing language learner autonomy.
W. Xiao, X. Wang, and Cao (2011) think highly of metacognitive knowledge, considering the cultivation of metacognitive strategy as the main channel of developing learner autonomy. Specifically, metacognitive strategy facilitates students to analyze their own learning needs and diagnose their strengths and shortcomings, thus enabling them to self-direct the process of language development. It also equips students to conduct critical reflection and assessment and become autonomous learners with aims and objectives. Their empirical study has proved that by implementing metacognitive strategies training in college English lessons, students' learner autonomy as well as English achievement could be effectively promoted. On the other hand, L. Zhang (2009) argues that metacognitive awareness training should go before metacognitive strategy training so as to help students fully realize that they are independent language learners and they have the ability to select or adapt different learning strategies according to different learning tasks. Furthermore, in the study carried out by J. Shi (2010) , who divides the learner autonomy into five dimensions, metacognitive-strategy training is found to have different extent of influences upon those dimensions. Her empirical research gives evidence that the metacognitive-strategy training has a higher effectiveness in promoting learners' planning and self-monitoring, but has insignificant effectiveness in promoting the use of strategies, the ability of after-class learning and self-evaluating. Therefore, there is imbalanced development among different aspects of learner autonomy, and multiple ways should be combined in order to promote it comprehensively.
In terms of learning strategies, it is commonly agreed that training of learning strategies is helpful in enabling students to master skills and methods of autonomous learning, especially skills of planning, supervising and evaluating. J. Xiao and Zuo (2006) have revealed some practical methods for such strategies training so as to develop the efficiency of autonomous learning, and in their research they specifically focus on English listening. Based on the classification of learning strategies for listening proposed by O' Malley & Chamot (1990) , they compare the differences in the use of strategies between "autonomous learning class", in which students have more control over their learning process, and "classroom teaching class". What they find out is that students who are given opportunities to carry out autonomous learning apply learning strategies less frequently, especially metacognitive strategy and cognitive strategy. Such study has indicated that researchers are not only aware of the importance of learning strategies, but also how these strategies can be used with emphasis to make autonomous learning efficient.
From the review of related studies, we can see that scholars tend to believe in the positive influences of metacognitive and learning strategies in promoting language learner autonomy. However, they hold a critical attitude towards its degree of effectiveness and are trying to find better ways to implement these strategies.
Building up an Autonomous Learning Environment
It was required in the 2004 higher education curriculum reform that more English curriculum should be designed based on computer or internet, and new teaching mode should be carried out greatly facilitated by modern information technology. Also, schools should make use of the internet and multimedia in order to enable students to learn English more autonomously, with less restriction of time and space. Since then, colleges in China have been trying to discover effective methods to make use of multimedia or internet to enhance language learner autonomy. Lots of studies have emerged about how to build up an autonomous learning environment for learners with the help of such technology.
Some of the scholars paid attention to self-access language learning centers, which were established in many colleges since the reform. Self-access language centers refer to places where there are abundant resources which can provide learners with rich materials to support their learning activities, so as to meet the needs of learners of different levels, learning styles, goals and interest. It is considered to be one of the most significant ways to realize learner autonomy. However, according to Lin (2013a) , who investigates the condition of such self-access centers among seven colleges, there have been concerning problems in terms of the development of language learning resources. For example, the allocation of learning resources does not suit students' needs, and they also lack an effective evaluation system to ensure their appropriateness. This research has to some extent explained why it is found that generally students have a low degree of participation and acknowledgement towards those self-access language learning centers (Tan, Zhang, & Yan, 2011) . Therefore, colleges should do more research upon learner autonomy so that they can make use of those scientific research and analysis to develop the effect and efficiency of both autonomous learning curriculum and learning resources. There should also be more financial investment so as to arouse more active teachers' participation in resources building (Lin, 2013) .
However, as time passing, there are voices which decline the leading position of self-learning center. X. Jiang (2016) suggests that with the rapid development of modern technology, the construction of self-access centers should be replaced by meta-resources platform based on a U-learning (ubiquitous learning) environment, so that students can be really enabled to learn at any time and any place.
On the other hand, with the development of computers and Internet technology, computer-assisted language teaching (CALL) has been widely applied in many colleges in China. A number of researchers have performed studies about how to make full use of multimedia and internet to assist language teaching and learning for the sake of improving learner autonomy. The research focus of these studies can be divided into two mainstreams. One is the online learning and teaching platforms (L. Li & P. Gao, 2007; Tao, 2013; Zhai & Lv, 2016; Zhao, Shi, & H. Wang, 2012) , which also include special English websites (L. , and the other is language labs (J. Liu, 2009; H. Zhang & Y. Wang, 2006) .
To briefly conclude, researchers have brought about impressive findings in applying multimedia and internet technology in order to construct a self-learning environment for the development of learner autonomy. However, it should be noticed that most of these research turns out to be positive outcomes, with little attention paid to the difficulties and problems that emerged during the technology-assisted learning process. Researchers may be overly optimistic towards the prospect of learner autonomy, with insufficient recognition about its obstructive factor.
Ways of Evaluating Learning Autonomy
Ways of assessing and evaluating learner autonomy have also attracted much interest, and researchers attempt to develop scales so as to assess the level of autonomous learning ability scientifically and effectively. However, due to the difficulties of creating scales, just a few studies target at it and I have demonstrated some pioneering contribution here in the review. By looking through related evaluating approaches developed between 1987 and 2004, Guo and Dai (2011) find that there are mainly two kinds of methods in terms of assessment of learner autonomy. One is to take learner autonomy as a kind of ability, which can be assessed by structured self-report inventory, interviews, and teachers' comment. The other is to view learner autonomy as a kind of process or activity, which is evaluated through tactics like thinking-aloud, error detection, behavior observation, etc. So they further develop a three-dimension evaluation system which includes three basic evaluation elements: learners, teachers and environment. Based upon different variables included, this system contains 15 specific items in total, trying to comprehensively evaluate level of language learner autonomy.
Other scholars have managed to construct an evaluation system which is based on different levels of self-learning ability. Hu (2011) has summarized an evaluation model and scale for Chinese language learners consisting of two dimensions: subjective will and objective capability, which contain four items and eight factors. Another assessing scale is designed by Lin (2013b) , who has defined learning autonomy of foreign language as the combination of ability, psychology and behavior. She later develops them into a scale for learner autonomy composed of 38 items after a rigorous process of scaling. She also suggests that we should pay attention to dynamic testing during the evaluation of learner autonomy.
In general, though there are just few studies which totally concentrate on developing approaches of assessing learner autonomy, such studies have tried their best to base their scales on a China' language learning environment, so that they can be suitable for Chinese students. They have also discovered different ways of classifying dimensions of learner autonomy and how to scientifically integrate them into the scale.
Discussion
By reviewing studies upon language learner autonomy published in leading journals of mainland China during 2006 to 2016, the research tendency of this field is figured out. The studies reviewed have generally shown a tendency of congruence in terms of research themes, and these themes reflect the issues which concern Chinese scholars most. However, among these themes, what draws even more attention along the years has been approaches of developing language learner autonomy. Researchers, who are at the same time language teachers in colleges, tend to carry out teaching experiments to testify whether the new ways of teaching could contribute to learner autonomy. Questionnaire, diaries, in-depth interviews etc. are applied together in order to collect and record students' performance and feedback, after which effective strategies are summarized so as to better promote learner autonomy in the future. In addition, related studies have featured at more types of students, which means both undergraduates and graduates, English majors and non-English majors, students in regular institutions and vocational colleges are taken as the research subjects. Last but not least, though the number of related articles published in leading Chinese journals is generally decreasing, empirical studies have become more dominant during the years. This indicates that studies engaging in empirical investigation which contain rigorous research planning, details of operational process and convincing data are more receptive than personal experiences and reflections.
Nevertheless, there have also emerged some obvious inadequacies of related research. In regard to the research outcomes, most of the studies have proved the kinds of benefits or achievements they made in cultivating language learner autonomy. However, seldom of the studies have tried to expose and investigate the various difficulties during the development of learner autonomy, as well as the hidden reasons. This to some extent suggests that Chinese researchers may be overly optimistic towards the prospect of learner autonomy, with some of the classroom practice being implemented "blindly" (D. Chen, 2006) . At the same time, there is a lack of comparative as well as diachronic research. On one hand, few studies are devoted to comparing the different situations of language learner autonomy among schools at different levels, students of various majors, or individuals who have divergent learning motivation. On the other hand, related research has contributed little to the long-term developing routes of students' autonomous learning ability, which requires tracking survey. Finally, learner autonomy specifically focusing on one specific language skill, such as listening, speaking, reading and writing, has not got enough attention. Most of the studies have investigated the overall features of learner autonomy, thus ignoring the differences between individual language skills.
It is therefore suggested that researchers pay more attention to the difficulties and obstacles appear when promoting language learner autonomy so as to fully reflect the reality of teaching practice during the process. Causes of the obstacles need to be figured out as well. Researchers could also conduct more comparative and diachronic studies, especially carry out case studies which help to reveal either the individual differences or the long-term development. They could furthermore discover whether language learner autonomy is skill-specific, which means the features of autonomy vary among different language skills. One more possible research focus is to build up a localized language autonomy theory suitable for China's foreign language teaching and learning environment, which includes structure of ability as well as ways of evaluation.
In China, English is taught as a compulsory subject both in basic education and higher education, and the teaching and learning of English is always attracting much attention and inquiry. However, it has long been criticized that English education in China is "time-consuming and inefficient" (Dai, 2001) . Improving learner autonomy in language education turns out to be a significant way to change this situation. By highlighting the dominant themes of the field's ten-year research: the influencing factors, improving methods and evaluation approaches of language learner autonomy, as well as giving some suggestions for future research, this article may provide inspirations for researchers who would like to conduct relevant studies. It also helps readers who are interested in the topic understand recent development of the field, specifically regarding to English education in China. Experience in China mentioned in the review may also offer implications for countries which share similar EFL context.
Conclusion
Indeed, the large amount of articles (8344) about language learner autonomy published in China during the recent decade has indicated its great importance attached by teachers and researchers in the country. By reviewing articles selected from key journals about language education in mainland China, which represent qualified research achievements, the outstanding research themes are extracted and illustrated here in the paper. Chinese scholars have been paying much endeavor in promoting language learner autonomy, indicated by their active participation in various teaching experiments, and such experiments could have far-reaching effects upon the teacher-centered language classrooms in China. In terms of the research type, empirical studies have been dominant through the years and it would probably be dominant in the future. However, in regard to research content, researchers still need to pay more attention to the difficulties, individual differences as well as rule of development of language learner autonomy, which may deepen the studies and also broaden the research scope.
